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Life is what you make it
Ron, undercover detective, sat in the sixth grade classroom and peered over his
book into the hallway. No one had suspected that he was seeking the murder suspect for the
violent deaths of nine students in the past three months. To the students, he was just one of
them. He had a lead; it had to be one of the teachers who were free during this period,
which was the same time when the students had been disappearing, only to be found stuffed
into their own lockers the next day, dead. Years of experience prepared him for this psycho
teacher, whoevr it might be. Fifteen minutes passed by, and he saw no one.
Ron looked at his watch. This game is too boring, I don't even have any suspects
yet. He gave up his undercover fantasy to find something else to amuse himself with.
Homework was finished long ago, just some ridiculously easy sentences to diagram and a
few algebra problems.
Ron sat in his desk drumming his pencil and bouncing his right knee to the new
tune of Barbara Ann that he had just heard for the first time on the radio yesterday. It was
another painfully monotonous day in junior high. Ellen, the school nerd, didn't even have
any new zits for him to make fun of today. That was a major let-down; he had thought for
sure she would break last month's record of fifteen zits at one time. Oh, but of course, this
study hall ; at least he had this exciting Honors Study Hall to look forward to during the day.
Not. Ron never understood why they referred to being smart as being "gifted." In fact, he
felt cursed, always being grouped with the serious students who were always amused by his
antics, but refused to take part in them. Last year he had at least had his friend Lynn, who
was also fairly "gifted," but full of impish impulses, as Ron's grandmother would say. Being with Lynn made life exciting, but now, since she had moved, Ron was alone, a comedian in the midst of a thousand future doctors and lawyers.
Now his left knee began bouncing while his right knee stopped. At least there
aren't any teachers in this class to glare at me for fidgeting. If looks could kill, I wouldn't
have made it past first grade. The nearest teacher, Mr. Shinfield, was across the hall, monitoring the regular study hall. Mr. S. came over once or twice to check on the honors study
hall, when he remembered to. Ron always silently thanked him or checking on them You
never know when one of these students is going to study themselves to death, Mr. S. Ifs a
good thing you are here. Mr. Shin:field was a big, tall man with a low booming voice like a
bass drum. That was what Ron loved about him. Mr S. also had a great sense of humor, and
Ron loved the way his mouth opened when he laughed, so wide that it seemed that the rest
of his face disappeared completely.
Ron leaned forward over his desk to see down the hall better, almost losing his
balance and falling. He saw a new student at a locker. As he caught himself just before his
desk tipped over, in the comer of his eye he noticed that she started walking up the stairs
that led directly to the nurse's office. Suddenly Ron got a new idea, and began a new game
once again .
A light bulb went off in Ron's head. Eureka! Ron, an innocent man being punished for a murder he didn't commit, saw a way to create a diversion for his escape from
prison. He waited for the hallway to clear. Then he tiptoed to the stairway, and being a
brilliant mathematician, calculated in his mind quickly what he needed to do. With the
weight of the trash can being approximately ten lbs., and the angle at which it will befalling
at 72 degrees... Within moments, he was ready to execute his extremely complicated, dangerous plan.
"Just eleven steps," he whispered to himself. Ron hefted the can off the ground
and started up the stairs. One, two, three,four. Boy, staying in prison really gets you out of
shape fast. He set the trash can down for only a second to catch his breath. He didn't have
time to be weak. Five, six, seh-vun, eight, nuh-ine, tuh-en. Ron precariously propped the
trash can against the door, allowing enough space between the edge of the bottom and the
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door to cause it to fall just at the right angle, on its side, down the stairs, and through the
hallway below. He caJmly returned to the prison cell that he shared with 18 other offenders
down the stairs. Many of the prisoners looked up at him, momentarily curious about what
he had been doing, then they went back to their own Little worlds. He got a book out, and
suddenly acted very interested in the material, so that the guards would not be suspicious of
him. He read ten pages about Mendel's plant experiments, and waited patiently... and waited ...
"Dam," he whispered to himself. "If that would have worked, something actually
exciting might have happened." What else could I try to be today? He looked at the picture
of Mendel. A monk?
Booomm! !! Ron jumped, along with all the other students in the class. He stifled
a grin as he noticed some students adjust their glases that had nearly fallen off their noses
and protectively grab their notebooks. Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Lynn would
be impressed if she was here. He had feelings of pridemixed with fear. The dinosaurs had
returned to Earth, and this time the dinosaurs sought out the school buildings, stalking out
a warm-blooded homo sapien to ease their hunger. Would T. Rex prefer girls or boys? Or
maybe strict-looking teachers? Nah, they would be too tough. Ron could hear children in
the classroom next door talking louder and louder in response to the sudden noise, and the
teacher struggling to make herself heard.
"Calm down, students, I am sure it is not a bomb."
Then there was a sound similar to thunder, as if the can was rolling down the
hallway. Thunk! The trash can had rolled past the door of his study hall and hit a locker.
That must be the dinosaur making a children sandwich between two slices of lockers. Thunk!
It must have rolled to the other side and hit another one. Slam! The dinosaur's mouth
chomping down for the big bite. Silence. A hush of awe came over the entire school, as if
God himself had just struck a bolt of Lightning right through the middle of the building.
Ron could feel suspicious stares at the back of his neck, and the pride in his
successful experiment was slowly fading away. If I get caught for this, I may really be in
prison. I'll bet prison food is worse than cafeteria food. He glanced up from his desk to see
a few students looking at him sympathetically, and Bill-the-brown-noser looking at him
with a smirk on his face. I'm a goner now. If I don't tum myself in, Bill will. Mr. Shinfield's
voice boomed from across the hall as he scolded his study hall.
'"Whoever was responsible for the mess that is now strewn throughout the hallway is going to have to answer to me, and I will find out, so you'd better fess up now. I just
make a phone call for two minutes and I come back to a hall of chaos. This out-does all the
pranks that I have ever seen at this school. Well? Whoever you are, the sooner you turn
yourself in the better. I am going to go across the hall now, and I better not hear a peep out
of this classroom, or you wiJI all be joining me after school for an extra study hall this
afternoon."
Click-thud, click-thud, click-thud, Mr. S.'s size-thirteen shoes echoed through the
hall as he crossed over into the honors study hall. Ron read Mendel's experiment as if it had
the words to save his life.
"Heh-hem!" Mr. Shinfield's primitive signal for attention was understood by all,
and obeyed by all. Ron put down his book. Mr. Shinfield put his hands on his hips, and
tried to look stem and serious. Ron noticed that the mutant teacher had toilet pper stuck to
the back of his shoe from walking through the trash-covered hall. No, it was a napkin. As
the students' eyes met with his, the man raised his hands apologetically.
"Now I know that none of you would have thought of a prank like this. Classes
were disrupted, and students were scared. I need your help to find out who did this. If
anyone saw anyone pass this doorway during the class period, please come and tell me. It
will be completely confidential. I am going to deal with whomever this prankster was," Mr.
Shinfield said. He looked across the room. Ron stole a sideways glance at the others. No
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one was looking accusingly at him. Then his eyes met with BilJ's. Ron narrowed his eyes
and made his hand into the shape of a fist under his desk. Bill looked down and saw the fist
and quickly looked away. You better look away, you weenie. Ron placed his hands on his
knees, which were beginning to bounce involuntarily. This time the shaking was not from
boredom.
"Well, you guys know where to find me in my office after school if you know
anything. You may get back to your studies now," Mr. Shinfield announced, and then turned
quickly and returned to his class across the hall. Click-thud, click-thud, click-thud.
Rond wiped his sweaty palms on his pants, and ran his fingers through his hair. /
could plead temporary insanity. Horrific images of punishment flashed before his eyes,
such as scrubbing all of the classroom floors and hallways with a toothbrush , and Saturday
schools for the rest of his life. Oh God, they might even make me work in the cafeteria
cleaning students dishes. I will end up aging psycho and then I will be put into one of those
mental institutions for the rest of my life. It was almost too much to think about it. He tried
to read Mendel for a third time to get it off his mind, but he couldn't focus on the words. All
he could see in his mind were scenes of mental institutions he had seen on TV, the loss of
individuality, people staring into space, and the worst, nothing to do but watch Jeopardy
reruns.
While Ron ruminated about the life-changing impact his actions were going to
have, two-thirty came. The time was come for him to find Mr. Shinfield and then the
horrible truth would be out. He stalled at his locker as the squeak of Nikes and Reeboks,
theslarnming of lockers, and the nameless vocies revolving around the excitement of the
day enveloped him.
"Could you hear that banging sound during sixth period?"
"Yeah, man, I heard that someone got inside a trash can and it felJ down the
stairs."
"Cool!"
"Oh yeah, well, I heard that it was actually a student's desk that was throuwn
down the stairs by mean Mr. Black, and that he told the student next time it would be him."
The halls eventually were drained of all signs of life, with the leftover residue of
books and papers lying here or there. If Lynn was still here, she would've waited for me
while I went up to Mr. Shinfield's office. In the past though, it was usually me waiting on
Lynn to serve some punishment for something that we both did. What a great friend. She
never ratted on me. Two kids, late for the bus, scurried down the halJ past him, but he didn't
notice. He decided to accept his fate with all the personal flair he could muster.
Ron, the criminal, knew he bad been had. The only thing he could do was tum
himself in before the others tunmed in their incriminating evidence. He looked at the stairway that would lead him to his death sentence. They may take my life, but they can't touch
my dignity. He walked up the stairs calmly, bead held high.
On the fourth floor, he approached the foreboding door. It bad a bronze plaque on
it that read, Alexander M. Shinfield. He knocked on the door, vainly hoping that the judge
would be on a coffee break. No such luck.
"Come." Judge Sbinfield said.
Ron opened the door and saw the giant man huched over his desk. Ron imagined
Mr. S. looking up and saying, "Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum, I smell the blood of an English-mon." Then
Ron spotted a yardstick leaning against his desk. The fairy tale collapsed from his thoughts
as he remembered being spanked by his father with the yardstick several times when be was
younger. His heart was beating so rapidly he thought it would burst right out of his chest.
I'll just die right here, barely eleven, just end up lying on the floor with a hole in my chest
and my heart lying beside me. Mr Shinfield was scribbling furiously with his red pen on
some poor soul's paper. He looked up from his paperwork and smiled, showing a row of
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big, white teeth. All the better to eat you with, my dear. Ron shivered. Mr. S. put the paper
aside.
"Good afternoon Ron, what can I do for you?"
Is this the one last wish before you die thing?
"Weill, umrn, Mr. Shinfield, do you remember that trash can incident that happened today?"
"I had a feeling that was what you came up here for. I just want to tell you that I
am proud of you for doing what's right by telling me whatever information you might have,
even if it is on one of your friends. This is a serious matter... very serious matter."
"The tone of Mr. Shinfield's voice surprised Ron. Is he trying to convince himself? Naw, I am just imagining things. Yep, buddy Ron, right here is the end of life as you
know it. Ron imagined his dad's reaction when the school called him. He felt ashamed of
how it would make his family look, being a "discipline problem" in the school where his
father was head of the school board. He could imagine the beginnings of a five hour-long
lecture from his father.
"Son, I am very disappointed in your behavior. There is no excuse for such
foolishness at school. Do you know how this reflects on our family, with me being the head
of the school board, and not even able to bring up my own son properly? Does this behavior
benefit you in any way? Maybe you should start thinking of the consequences of your
actions, young man."
Ron would be grounded for life, or maybe sent to a boarding school. But maybe
there was a way out.
"Mr. Shinfield, I was the one who did that. It was me. I didn't mean to, really, I
mean, I guess I just accidentally bumped the trash can in front of the door or something."
"Oh, is that how it happened?" Mr. Shinfield asked.
"Yeah, I swear!" This guy is buying this? Gee, if only Lynn were here to see how
I got out of this one!
Mr. Shinfield put his chin on his hands and stared down at his papers for a second.
His face began turning red and there was a funny look in his eyes . Suddenly he covered his
face, and he sat there silently, shaking.
Are we having an earthquake? Ron grabbed the chair in front of him, but the floor
wasn't moving. He watched in bewilderment as a muffled sound came from the covered
face and the man's shakes became less controllable. Is this a heart attack? Did I do something to make him have a heart attack? What if he dies? I will be a murderer! Headlines
will say, Eleven-year-old teacher-killer expelled from school. Before Ron's runaway
imagination could take him any farther, Mr. Shinfield took his hands down from his face,
and then wiped small tears that were resting in the comer of his eyes. He kept biting his lip
to pull down the sides of his mouth that kept struggling to create a smile.
"That was the worst lie I have ever heard, Ron. Tell me another good one."
"Uhh ... "
"Ron, shut up if you want to keep yourself out of trouble." A srnle crept up on the
teacher's face unexpectedly, and he gave up trying to hide his amusement. "Ron, that was
the darn funniest prank I have ever seen done at this school. I would give you a high-five if
I was a student, but I'm not. Boy, but if you could have seen the look on Mrs. Peterle's face
when she came out of her room-speechless! No one has made that woman speechless
before!"
Ron was stunned. He actually felt like one of those cartoon characters whose jaw literally
drops to the floor. He looked down at his shoes, surprised that his jaw wasn't there. As he
looked back up at the mammoth teacher, who looked more like the Jolly Green Giant now
that he was smiling, Ron tried to think of something to say. Mr. Shinfield put on a forced
look of seriousness.
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"Son, don't think that my good sense of humor is going to get you out of cleaning
the hallway. The broom and mop are waiting for you in the corner behind the door."
"Yes, sir," Ron said. He grabbed the cleaning stuffr and went downstairs. He
looked miserably at the hall and then to the cleaning supplies, then scolded himself for
taking it so seriously.
"Now, Ron, you can handle this; it doesn't have to be that bad. Life is what you
make it, and Ron Bash makes life interesting. Mission-Clean up." Ron began sweeping
the scraps of paper, tissues, wrappers and empty milk cartons into piles. He was a bulldozer, pushing the heaps of debris into hills, the hills into paper mountains. Once he had
made three gigantic mountains, Mt. Kilamanjaro, Mt. Everest and Mt. Ron (he could only
remember the names of two real mountains), he scooped them into his large dustpan and
dumped them into the trash bag, sad to see his masterpieces go.
He drug out the mop and bucket of soapy water he had placed in the comer and
began his final task. If he got done in less than thirty minutes, he would beat his dad home.
Ron Bash, fastest clean-it man in the world, looked at the challenge put before him and
laughed. The painted picture of a woman on the hall seemed to ask him, "Do you think you
can handle it?" Ha! Piece of cake. Nothing can beat me and my mighty mop. Across the
hall, back, forth, back, forth-a man never was seen before to work with such intensity.
The dirt, mud and splatters of soda, already sticky and tracked down the hall, were no match
for this real-life Mr. Clean. Once he finished, he marched up the stairs and set his weapons
to rest. Before leaving, he couldn't resist stopping for one moment on the second floor and
squatting down to look at his smiling reflection in the shiny floor. He inhaled the lemonfresh scent lingering in the air and patted the floor. I am good enough to be in a commercial,
he thought proudly.
Then, Ron bolted. He had tea minutes to sparte. He became the fastest runner in
the world, training for the Olympic race. It was a grueling 800-meter sprint with his house
located only two blocks away from the school. The chill of the late fall air lightly stung
inside his lungs.
Ron glanced at his watch. There were seven minutes to spare. He sprinted across
the lawn, hurdled the white picket fence, and finally came to his front door. He knew that
inside awaited his ever-so-typical family, mother at home, little sister Susie playing with
the puppy Skippy, and father pulling into the driveway from work in a few minutes. My
family is so dull, I had to have been switched with another kid in the hospital. My true
family probably traveled with the circus. Or maybe I am really an alien, dropped offfrom
outer space and trapped in a human body. His thoughts were interrupted as he walked in by
the smeill of lasagna baking in the oven for tonight's supper. Man, Lynn loved my mom's
lasagna; she'd be bummed if she knew she was missing out tonight.
"I was worried about you. Why are you home so late?" his mother asked. n
"Oh, I was just hanging around, that's all; nothing really."
"Sure, kiddo, and I am Jackie Kennedy. Get that butt of yours inside and be
thankful that your dad's not here. He'd ground you for making me worry, you know."
"Sorry, mom."
"Just don't let it happen again, okay?" she said. He handed her his coat and she
hung it on the nearby coat rack as she talked to him. "I do worry. Now go make a salad for
supper. Dad will be home soon and we are eating early tonight.
Ron, famous chef. gathered his exotic ingredients to make a masterpiece dinner
for the President and his guests.

-Cathy Graham

Page 42

